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et al., 2017).  This drop in school-based New Orleans pre-k seats is inconsistent with trends throughout the rest of the state, as well as nationwide, where public pre-k seats are remaining constant, or increasing (NIEER, 2015). Given the positive effects of pre-k and the issues involved in providing this service in a portfolio district, it is critically important to understand who chooses to offer these pre-k programs, and 
why, as well as what mechanisms may be dis-incentivizing others from offering these same services, and how policymakers may go about making public pre-k an increasingly attractive option for the city’s schools. 




being managed by a central office or a portfolio manager, and giving parents choices of high quality schooling options, with lower performing or less desirable options generally ending in closure or turnaround (NEPC, 2016). However, the concept of education as a business, and the free market as a mechanism for improving educational outcomes has been widely challenged. Those who question the integrity of the portfolio model argue that the free market approach to education fails to “guarantee an efficient allocation of resources and deliver quality education through competition” (Chattopadhyay, 2012). Because an efficient allocation of resources in a highly decentralized context requires “the central office [to] play an active management role… highly deregulated districts like New Orleans are problematic implementations” (NEPC, 2016). Therefore, New Orleans presents a strategic case to examine the question of how to more effectively offer these important early learning services. 
















early childhood program. This research will therefore focus on schools offering LA4 pre-k seats.    Research finds that in the ten years post-Katrina, availability of school-based pre-k seats dropped, even as kindergarten seats have continued to rise (Weixler et al., 2017).  This drop in school-based New Orleans pre-k seats is inconsistent with trends throughout the rest of the state, as well as nationwide, where public pre-k seats are remaining constant, or increasing (NIEER, 2015). The benefits of early childhood programs have been well documented, as have the funding challenges that go along with them. However, less is known about how, if at all, the benefits and challenges of offering a pre-k program differ in a decentralized setting such as New Orleans. As charter schools become increasingly prevalent throughout the nation, it is important to understand how schools without a traditional district-level governance structure view pre-k, and what incentives exist to offset the potential barriers to offering pre-k in this context.  









Government’s 2015 Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA). The Preschool Development Grants included within that legislation provide additional funds for states to build new preschool programming and expand upon existing high quality preschool programming. As such, in the context of New Orleans, the number of early childhood education options offered may be understood as contingent on the ability of schools to garner funding.  
 
Decentralization and Charter Schools 








recently is that it ‘increases the fragmentation and complexity of city schooling, which paradoxically expands administration burdens’ ultimately leading to some sort of recentralization of the system to ease these tensions (Koren, 2007). A case study of fiscal decentralization policies in Latin America finds a similar burden placed on administrative services, and a lack of capacity to provide those services effectively (Garman et al., 2001). This body of research also indicates that the distribution of finances is often closely tied to measures of accountability, which may imply that schools are choosing whether or not to allocate funds to pre-k programming based on whether or not they associate with better outcomes along the measures for which they are being held accountable (Appendix C).   A more recent RAND study cites the cons of decentralization to the individual school site, or charter management organization, as creating a lesser ability of the school to redistribute funds, and to take advantages of economies of scale, as well as a lack of capacity to effectively manage the new roles and responsibilities placed upon them (Augustine, 2005). Extending this literature to the New Orleans context, one might expect a non-mandated, high cost program to be a lower priority in the face of increasing burdens at the administrative level, unless a school feels that pre-k programming may be offering them an advantage on more competitive measures. 




have some effect upon pre-k offerings, the study concludes that this drop in pre-k seats is unique to charter schools. For example, while charter schools in New Orleans appear less likely to take advantage of available state pre-k funding, public pre-k actually expanded throughout the rest of Louisiana. Additionally, pre-k subsidies to New Orleans have remained constant over the last several years, and therefore drops in pre-k seats cannot be attributed to lower levels of state and federal funding.   Even as pre-k seats throughout the city drop, there are still schools and CMOs who remain dedicated to providing public pre-k seats. The reasons for this have not been studied, but could range from a core belief in the benefits of early learning, to benefits related to kindergarten enrollment and subsequent third grade test scores (Appendix C). In a competitive environment, attracting and retaining students is no minor feat. It is possible that schools choosing to offer public pre-k seats view it as a strategy for boosting enrollment in subsequent years. The previously mentioned research alliance study finds that schools offering pre-k programs fill over 50% of their kindergarten seats with those pre-k students, a substantial advantage over K-6 schools trying to fill 100% of their kindergarten seats each year (Weixler et al., 2017).  




(2) What mechanisms may be dis-incentivizing others from offering these same services? (3)  How should policymakers go about making public pre-k an increasingly attractive option for the city’s schools?   Prior quantitative analyses exposing the limited availability of public pre-k seats in New Orleans prompted the qualitative component of this study (Weixler et al., 2017). Using both the qualitative interviews, and an additional quantitative component tracing the pathways students take from early childhood through third grade, the aim of this research is to better understand the mechanisms driving the insufficient pre-k availability in New Orleans and to provide sound policy recommendations based on those findings.  
Qualitative Data  To conduct this analysis, a multiple case study is used to enable comparisons within and across different cases. Using a multiple case method also adds precision and validity to the findings. This strategy allows for differentiation along a variety of significant characteristics such as authorizer and governance structure (Appendix B). It also allows for some level of representativeness of the collected data to the broader New Orleans population (Miles & Huberman, 1994). 




study, expected time commitment, and an attached copy of the consent form. In-person interviews with interested participants were scheduled.     








 As a preliminary overview of the data, I ran a query on word frequency in NVivo across case types. Emergent themes consistent with what had been documented in several of my memos appeared in this early stage of the analysis. I then drew out additional themes from the data by looking at the coding summary by node, examining responses coded within each subgroup of pre-k offerings, as well as by authorizer type and governance structure. While no distinct differences appeared across authorizer type, decision-making patterns did emerge across differing governance structures and school sizes. 




pathways from either pre-k, or kindergarten in the case of students who did not attend pre-k, through the Louisiana school system. The purpose is to determine the various pathways and mobility rates of students who enroll in a pre-k program versus those who do not. The quantitative component is solely descriptive; it is not meant to determine any causal links between schools offering a pre-k program and potential effects on subsequent enrollment or test scores. 
Limitations 




The quantitative component is limited to descriptive statistics. However, it is included in an effort to ensure the integrity of the results. The data collected from the interviews is complemented by the data trends. The final analysis will use both data sources to draw conclusions and provide policy recommendations regarding the incentives and disincentives to offering pre-k programming. An additional limitation of the quantitative component is that the data is limited to students attending school in Louisiana. Therefore, I am unable to determine whether or not students who were not in the Louisiana system prior to kindergarten attended a pre-k program. 
Results and Discussion 
  




seats, but with the rollout of the new EnrollNOLA centralized early learning enrollment system, 4-year old supply and demand is less clear-cut. When asked directly whether or not leaders thought the supply of pre-k seats matched the level of demand in the city, one school leader responded, “Well, I don’t know, because now they say they have an excess of 500 seat.  In the past they’ve said that they… in the past, no.  This year I’m kind of like ’What do you mean there’s an excess?’ because in the past there was always a waitlist” (Interview 2). Another school leader echoed  that confusion:  
“So, it’s interesting because I’ve been watching our waitlists [and they] are kind of thin 
this year. People have either decided that they can’t, they’re not going to participate 
because they don’t have the information they need to confirm their status, or that um, 
that [the process] overly complicated.  But, based on the census information, and based 
on the total number of seats we are offering in the system…probably 25% above what 
we are offering, should be the number of kids that are trying to access.” 
 






Table 1. Percent of New Orleans elementary schools offering LA4 pre-k programs by governance 
structure. 
  RSD Elementary BESE Elementary OPSB Elementary  Network Charter 64% (N= 33) - 100% (N= 3) 67% 
Non-Network Charter 75% (N= 4) 33% (N= 3) 33% (N= 12) 40% 
Direct run - - 100% (N= 3) 100%  65% 33% 56%   *Recovery School District (RSD)  Board of Elementary and Secondary Education (BESE)  Orleans Parish School Board (OPSB)   Of the 19 schools represented in the interviews, 13 currently have pre-k programs. Of those, 11 are network schools. Every school leader cited funding as a barrier to operating pre-k programs, but those in network schools were less likely to report funding as the most significant barrier than those in standalone charters were because they were better able to take advantage of economies of scale. The reasons each of these schools choose to offer pre-k varies ranging from mission-driven decisions to enrollment and feeder pattern considerations, but school leaders agreed that the benefits outweigh the costs.   Even school leaders whose schools do not provide pre-k programming acknowledged the benefits of offering pre-k, but decisions for schools with discontinued (N=3) or non-existent pre-k programs (N=3) centered around funding, facility space, and lack of administrative expertise as reasons for not providing early childhood programming.  








their eligibility for LA4 funding at one of three family resource centers around the city. Families rank their top choice for pre-k programs, and are assigned to one of those schools. The EnrollNOLA early childhood process is new, and many school leaders voiced their frustrations with the process. They felt that in its infancy, it was overly complicated for families, and many families who would have previously enrolled in a pre-k program were confused by the process and ultimately did not enroll their child. With time and better advertising, the general consensus of school readers was that this rollout will be positive for families in the long run. 












to school in kindergarten with severe disabilities that have been undiagnosed for the first 5 years of that child’s life. Pre-k allows those students to be identified earlier, in the hopes of getting them the services that they aren’t receiving outside of school. “I think for special education it’s [pre-k] really great because you’re able to get a lot kids the support they need earlier on” (Interview 2). While a handful of leaders did cite increased academic abilities and a desire to provide high quality programs, the focus of these conversations revolved around the more holistic well-being of the children they served and the power of early learning as a strategy for preparing them to learn more effectively in their K-12 years.  Interestingly, one of the school leaders whose school had discontinued their pre-k program acknowledged the benefits to starting kids early, but felt that they could address the academic readiness component in kindergarten. “I’m less concerned about academic readiness, but I think our kids are missing out on some social emotional readiness for kindergarten. Our pre-k program would focus almost entirely on getting them socio-emotionally ready to succeed” (Interview 8). Their reason for discontinuing their pre-k program was primarily financial and mission-based, but the school leader discussed their plans to add a pre-k program if and when it became a more financially viable option. 




“We will have a competitive advantage by offering pre-k. Competition when I’m 
talking about I this way, it’s good for families. Schools are trying to make themselves 
more attractive to families. I don’t know if that would be true in a system where a 
parent went it to the central office and you just go where you’re assigned.” 
  
– Interview 5 





“I think that overall makes it a bit harder for schools who are making the commitment 
to offer pre-k because we’d ideally like to keep our students who attend pre-k into 
kinder, 1st, 2nd…some of our campuses have lower retention because there’s more 
options for parents in kindergarten than there are in pre-k.” 
 
– Interview 1  While there was a sense that some parents may be using enrolling their kids in these pre-k seats without any intention of staying with the school, it did not seem like this was the majority of parents, and therefore the boosts in kindergarten enrollment observed in schools with pre-k programs were still cited as worth the cost. 
Quantitative Results Using student-level data for 2001-2015 provided by the Louisiana Department of Education, I find that schools offering pre-k programs fill approximately 60% of kindergarten seats with existing pre-k students (Figure 1). With citywide open enrollment, and schools competing for students, a 60% persistence rate of students from pre-k to kindergarten constitutes an advantage for schools offering pre-k over those who do not. Schools not offering pre-k must fill 100% of their kindergarten seats. However, trends show that persistence through third grade is much lower, with only a quarter of pre-k students persisting through third grade at the same school (Figure 1). Persistence rates of New Orleans students from both pre-k to kindergarten and pre-k through third grade are five to ten percentage points lower, on average, than those of their peers statewide.  






   Figure 1. Percent of students attending pre-k in New Orleans who persist through subsequent grades 
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Figure 2. Percent of New Orleans students with no pre-k, and entering school in kindergarten, who 
persist through subsequent grades at the same school.        












Figure 3. Mobility patterns of students who do not remain in the same school from pre-k 
through kindergarten.   
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the school leaders, and a potential disincentive for schools taking the financial hit to offer these pre-k seats.  These results suggest that while the competitive advantages of offering a pre-k program may exist to some extent in the form of increased kindergarten enrollment and persistence through third grade, those trends may not be strong enough to act as standalone incentives for schools to offer these costly pre-k programs. Therefore, it becomes increasingly important for policymakers and practitioners to incentivize schools to offer these programs in other ways.  
Policy Recommendations 




being able to ‘buy’ kindergarten seats should be thoroughly considered before making the proposed changes to tuition fee regulations.  
Local  Another theme that presented itself in a majority of the interviews was a lack of early childhood expertise. With the transition of all New Orleans charter schools back to the Orleans Parish School Board, an initiative to create some centralized support services around pre-k should be pursued. Having a central office staff knowledgeable in early childhood funding streams, diverse delivery options, and the unique policies and regulations that come along with early childhood programming may remove some of both the staffing and financial burdens that schools face when trying to add pre-k programs. This could come in the form of a Orleans Parish School Board staff member with expertise in early childhood programming who could consult with schools interested in adding a pre-k, or provision of professional development opportunities in early learning. Additionally, the Orleans Parish School Board should work to advertise and promote diverse delivery options, and bolster relationships between the schools and the early learning centers. This allows for schools to receive LA4 funds for pre-k programming, but without the additional administrative burdens of managing finances and acquiring staff members early childhood expertise and certifications. 














Appendix B. Sampling Criteria for Interview Participants   
 Sampling Criteria 
Cases Authorizer* 
Governance 




 Appendix C. Conceptual Framework 
  Increased school-level autonomy 
Greater attention to 
accountability at  
school level: -K enrollment -Test scores 
School mission  
& values:      -Value placed on   early childhood education 
Decentralized  
system: -Limited building space -Takeover/transition (C2C…) 
Pre-k offered 
Pre-k not offered 










Appendix D. Interview Protocol   
School/Leader Background Info  (1) Please tell me a little bit about your role and the school(s) that you work with.  (2) I understand that [X school] is part of [CMO name/OPSB] and answers to [CMO/independent/OPSB board]. How does your relationship with [CMO/OPSB/board] function/work in practice?  a. Who makes decisions about things like budget, facilities, and grade offerings?  
 
General Pre-k Questions  (3) Generally, what do you see as some of the benefits to offering a pre-k? What are the drawbacks? a. How might offering pre-k affect a school’s finances? Facility space? K enrollment?  Student retention?  Test scores?  (4) Tell me a little bit about your school’s history with pre-k programs, if any?  a. Why have you decided [to offer/add/not to offer/discontinue] pre-k at your school?   b. Who was involved with that decision? How was the decision made? What was your role/how were you involved in that decision-making process? c. What were the most important considerations when making that decision?     








4. Did you see any differences in your school as a result of dropping the pre-k program? a. Do you think there are benefits that your school is missing out on as a result of not having a pre-k program? Do you think there are challenges that you avoid by choosing not to offer pre-k?   




Appendix E. NVivo Codebook  
Name Description  Number Of Sources Coded 
Academic performance Student academic success as measured by standardized tests, high school and college preparedness.  5 
Added Schools who did not originally offer pre-k seats, but have since chosen to add a pre-k program.  5 
Always School who have always offered a pre-k program.  7 
Availability Supply of pre-k seats sufficiently matching the demand.  5 
Charter application Requirements for including pre-k in the initial charter application.  1 
Competition Competition as a driving force behind offering a pre-k program.  1 
Decisions How decisions around offering pre-k are made.  7 
Discontinued Schools who offered a pre-k program that has since been discontinued.  3 
   






Name Description  Number Of Sources Coded 
Disincentives Factors that dis-incentivize schools from offering pre-k programs.  0 
Diverse delivery Partnership with an off-site early learning center to offer LA4 seats.  3 
Diversifying student body Pre-k as a strategy for diversifying the school's student population by socioeconomic status  4 
Early interventions Ability to diagnose and provide special education interventions at a younger age.  3 
Facilities Facility requirements and space constraints.  7 
Funding Financing of pre-k programs.  10 
Human capital Ability to find, hire, and retain knowledgeable and certified early learning admin. and teachers.  9 
Incentives Factors that incentivize schools to offer pre-k programs.  1 
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Name Description  Number Of Sources Coded 
Kindergarten readiness Pre-k prepares students to enter kindergarten ready to learn.  7 
Never Schools who have never offered a pre-k program.  2 
Parent involvement Pre-k programs introduce parents to the school and encourage early involvement with the school.  3 
Policies Current policies around pre-k program offerings.  3 
Recommendations Potential recommendations for making pre-k a more accessible option for schools.  7 
Socio-emotional Socio-emotional benefits of offering a pre-k program.  6 
Student mobility Open enrollment provides additional options for students to enroll at different schools throughout the city.  5 
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